Dear Chance, You have hit upon an excellent metaphor for open-source software: a garden. I have to admit, I might liken it more to kindergarten, but let's proceed with your original metaphor.
Many people who have not worked directly with open source assume that it is a single thing, or a single idea, when, in fact, it is a term that is applied in as many different ways as there are open-source projects and communities. Open source truly is like a garden, one with many different species of plants, some of which are beneficial and give nourishment and others of which are poison.
Separating the wheat from the chaff in such a large and diverse ecosystem is a nontrivial undertaking, but it is one that KV has addressed in several previous columns, including the letter to "Acquisitive" 1 (May 2015) . Deciding to use a piece of software always comes down to the quality of the software in question, whether the software is closed, open, or somewhere in between. I find your question is more intriguing from the standpoint of how one interacts with open-source projects.
You mentioned that your company consumes open source, and, in fact, this is what most people and companies do-consume-and this is the first stage of working with open source. When you are consuming open source, the most important thing to remember is not to sever the plant from the roots. You should be consuming the software directly from the source, even if you are not following every single change to the upstream source tree.
The worst thing you can do is copy the source tree once and then ignore upstream development for a period of time. Letting your local tree get even a few months out of date on a fast-moving project means you are missing a large number of changes and bug fixes. Often the bug fixes are also security fixes, and we all know what happens when people build products without proper integration of security fixes. Nothing. That's right, pretty much everyone gets a pass because we all know software breaks, and there is currently no liability for building insecure products. Another way to sever the roots between your system and the open-source projects from which you consume code is to make your own changes in the master branch of the tree. Mixing your changes directly into the tree, instead of on a development branch, is a great way to make any update to the software nearly impossible. A great way to make sure you have not severed your software from the root of the tree is to have your own internal CI (continuous integration) system. Many open-source projects have their own CI systems, which you can directly integrate into your own development systems, and they can verify whether you have broken the system or if the upstream software itself is broken.
Continuing to stretch the metaphor, perhaps close to the point of breaking, we can think now about the next stage of tending the open-source garden. If you had a vegetable garden, but you never tended it, you would get few, if any, vegetables from the garden and it would wither and die. Open-source projects are no different in this respect from vegetables: we must tend the garden if we expect it to remain productive; otherwise, we're just being destructive. There are many ways to tend a garden. Perhaps the first thing that comes to mind is weeding, which we might think of as debugging and patching. Contributing patches back to an open-source project is a way to help it improve and grow strong. Most open-source projects have a defined process whereby code contributions can be made. Although you mention the overhead involved in having your developers contribute to a project, you should turn this thinking on its head and realize that what they're doing when they submit patches to the upstream project is reducing your company's technical debt. If you keep a patch private, then it must be reintegrated every time you consume a new version of the open-source code. After a while, these patches can number in the tens of thousands, or more, lines of code, which is a huge amount of technical debt for you to maintain.
After some period of having your developers email patches and submit pull requests, you will realize that what you want on some projects are your own gardeners. Having members of your team working directly on the open-source projects that are most important to the company is a great way to make sure that your company has a front-row seat in how this software is developed.
It is actually a very natural progression for a company to go from being a pure consumer of open source to interacting with the project via patch submission and then becoming a direct contributor. No one would expect a company to be a direct contributor to all the open-source projects it consumes, as most companies consume far more software than they would ever produce, which is the bounty of the open-source garden. It ought to be the goal of every company consuming open source to contribute something back, however, so that its garden continues to bear fruit, instead of rotting vegetables. 
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